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Abstract. People from the broader public increasingly criticize practices applied in livestock farming 
for animal welfare reasons in many countries around the globe.  In addition, many people lack direct 
contact to agriculture. Therefore, the main source of information about food production is mass media 
which uses lots of pictures in reports.  Until now, there is only little known about how pictures from 
livestock farming are perceived by lay people.  This paper sums up the results of four studies that have 
been done on picture perception within the public.  Pictures seem to be a good tool to increase 
transparency and to educate the public about farming realities but they rather do not increase the 
acceptance of conventional systems.   
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El bienestar animal en la ganadería y la comunicación con  
la sociedad: el caso de las imágenes 
 
Resumen. Personas del público en general critican cada vez más las prácticas aplicadas en la ganadería 
por razones de bienestar animal en muchos países del mundo.  Además, muchas personas carecen de 
contacto directo con la agricultura.  Por lo tanto, la principal fuente de información sobre la producción 
de alimentos son los medios de comunicación que utilizan muchas imágenes en los informes.  Hasta 
ahora, se sabe poco sobre cómo los legos perciben las imágenes de la ganadería.  Este documento 
resume los resultados de cuatro estudios que se han realizado sobre la percepción de imágenes dentro 
del público.  Las imágenes parecen ser una buena herramienta para aumentar la transparencia y educar 
al público sobre las realidades agrícolas, pero no aumentan la aceptación de los sistemas 
convencionales. 
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Introduction 
 
In several countries around the globe many 
people from within society are concerned about 
current livestock farming. Studies show an 
increasing public awareness about animal welfare 
levels on farms (e.g. Kendall et al., 2006; Tonsor et 
al., 2009; Vanhonacker/Verbeke, 2014).  Thereby, 
the critiques include farm structures as well as 
farming practices and apply for all main species 
kept for food production.  Increasing farm sizes 
are perceived to negatively influence welfare and 
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are commonly discussed using “factory farming” 
as a synonym for non-appropriate systems 
(Kayser et al., 2012; Cardoso et al., 2015).  Coming 
with this, insufficient care for single animals is 
often assumed (Te Velde et al., 2002).  Animals’ 
restriction in their mobility (Tonsor et al., 2009; 
Ryan et al., 2015) as well as painful procedures 
that harm the animals’ integrity (Robbins et al., 
2015; Vanhonacker et al., 2009) are further part of 
the discussions.  Little naturalness in many 
husbandry systems such as missing possibilities 
to root in pig husbandry (Boogaard et al., 2011) or 
lacking access to outdoor areas for poultry and 
cattle (De Jonge und Van Trijp, 2013; Schuppli et 
al., 2014) are conditions that are hardly acceptable 
for many lay people.  People in urban societies are 
increasingly sensitive for animals’ emotions due 
to their own experience with pets and a changing 
human-animal relationship (WBA, 2015).  At the 
same time, many people only have little 
knowledge about farming methods including 
livestock systems (Frewer et al., 2005; Kanis et al., 
2003).  Therefore, communication about 
agricultural topics in mass media is a crucial 
source of information for such people in order to 
inform themselves about food production (TNS 
EMNID, 2012).  Mass media communication 
heavily relies on pictures and with regard to 
agricultural topics such pictures are composed 
very differently: in commercials, agro-romantic 
pictures that demonstrate a rural idyll, contrast 
shocking pictures in reports about animal abuse 
and welfare problems on farms (Fraser, 2001).  In 
order to supply interested people with “neutral” 
pictures about real farming conditions, the 
agricultural sector started to also communicate 
using pictures.  
In order to analyze how such pictures are 
perceived by lay people and to draw 
recommendations for communication including 
pictures, we did some studies on picture 
perception that are presented in the following.  
 
Study 1: Perception of pictures from intensive 
broiler fattening  
In a study questioning German residents we 
analyzed public perceptions of pictures from 
intensive broiler fattening barns (Busch et al., 
2015).  Pictures of a conventional broiler barn with 
40,000 animals on a floor system were taken at 
different days during the production cycle (day 1, 
7, 34, and 40) and with a reduction of stocking 
density at day 34 (32 vs. 39 kg/m2).  Therefore, 
the pictures displayed different ages and stocking 
densities as they occur in common barns.  All in 
all, the five pictures were rated very negatively in 
many aspects such as animal health, allowance for 
expressing species-appropriate behavior, and 
expected care provided to the animals. Reduction 
of stocking density did not lead to a differing 
perception of the picture.  This may challenge 
communication because reducing stocking 
densities is not obvious to lay-people in visuals 
and therefore hardly to communicate as a welfare 
improvement.  
 
Study 2: Perception of photos from pig fattening 
with differing perspectives  
In another German study, we analyzed the 
effects of different photo shoots showing the same 
circumstance, namely a pig fattening pen (Busch 
et al., 2017).  Three pictures of the same pen for 
fattening pigs were taken and they varied in 
perspective (birds’ eye, human, and pig 
perspective) as well as in time of recording.  This 
led to the animals being in different positions on 
the pictures.  The results revealed that agricultural 
students evaluated the three pictures of the pen 
the same whereas students without connection to 
agriculture were sensitive to the variations in 
perspective and position of animals.  Lying 
animals were associated with illness and lay-
people rated space allowance much better in the 
picture taken from a birds’ eye perspective. In 
addition, around 20% of respondents without 
connection to agriculture remembered straw on 
two pictures, although there was none.  This 
example shows that people use existing frames 
(such as “pigs usually should live on straw”) to 
classify the scene on pictures which may have led 
to this influence on recollection.  When pictures 
are used in communication with lay people it 
should be considered that these people might be 
more sensitive about picture composition than 
experts in the field who are usually in charge for 
selecting them and therefore, might not see 
differences between pictures displaying the same 
circumstance from different perspectives.  
 
Study 3: Effect of faces and barn composition on 
picture evaluation  
The aim of this study is to analyze the effects of 
pig and pen composition on peoples’ perception of 
pig welfare and pen evaluation. To achieve this 
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aim, 1,019 German residents took part in an 
online survey in June/July 2016. Using a 2 x 2 
factorial design, we presented four modified 
pictures showing a pig (“happy” or “unhappy”-
looking) in a pen (slatted floor or straw bedding) 
to respondents.  We asked the respondents to 
evaluate the pictures regarding perceived pig 
welfare and pen characteristics.   Overall, the 
effect of the pen was the largest on picture 
evaluation followed by the effect of the pig.  The 
welfare of both, the “happy” and “unhapp”’ pig, 
was always rated lower in the slatted floor 
setting than in the straw setting and the 
‘unhappy pig’ on straw achieved better welfare-
values compared to the ‘happy pig’ on slatted 
floor.  The results show that public perceptions 
of a contentious husbandry system (pen with 
slatted floor) is not altered by showing positive 
appearing animals whereas a more positive 
perceived system (pen with straw) enhances the 
welfare perception of the animal on pictures.  
This illustrates how anchored specific frames of 
reference are and that they influences the 
judgement of a new situation, also for pictures 
with agricultural context.  Trying to display a 
negatively perceived system in a ‘good light’ will 
likely not work to convince people.  
 
Study 4: Comparison of husbandry systems for 
fattening pigs, chicken and dairy cows  
We compared different housing systems for 
fattening pigs, fattening chicken and dairy cows 
using a picture-based approach in another study 
with German residents (Busch and Spiller, 2018). 
The housing systems under comparison are indoor 
housing, outdoor climate stable, stable with 
paddock, and stable with pasture access for each of 
the named species.  The systems are introduced to 
participants as a combination of four pictures and a 
short explanatory text in randomized order.  
Participants evaluated each husbandry system 
with regard to different aspects, including per-
ceived animal health, animal welfare, provided 
care for the animals, and food product qualities 
deriving from the systems.  For all three species, 
similar evaluation patterns are observable.  
Systems with pasture access gain the highest accep-
tance while the indoor systems gain the lowest 
acceptance values. The two intermediate systems, 
outdoor climate stable and stable with paddock 
access, lead to a notable increase of uncertain 
answers for all species (around 30–40% of parti-
cipants show uncertainty about how to evaluate 
these two systems). One explanation might be a 
lack of frames of reference for these systems.  
Conclusions 
 
Communication about livestock farming with the 
public increases transparency and pictures are a 
helpful tool to underpin such communication and 
make lay people aware of farming practices. 
Nevertheless, choosing pictures in line with the 
intended message is not that easy. Differing aims 
and values between experts and non-experts may 
lead to lay peoples’ perception of the same picture 
differing from expert opinions. Therefore, 
showing pictures of, at least partly, contentious 
systems may not lead to people accepting the 
given system just because they know more about 
it. It is very unlikely that communication 
including pictures about current livestock farming 
with the public will increase acceptance. Instead, 
analyzing picture perceptions can give valuable 
insights into how an acceptable livestock farming 
should look like from a public point of view and 
help to transform current systems into acceptable 
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